The immunologic basis for gastrointestinal food allergy.
Food allergies are common in children, although rare in adults. They can be life threatening via anaphylaxis, especially to peanut, and cause distress to children and parents because of the disease itself, and then through the difficulty of pursuing a strict elimination diet. In parents/carers and adults, this has significant impact on quality of life. The purpose of this review is to determine the therapeutic potential and current treatments for these conditions by understanding and manipulating the immune response. The single largest change in attitude to food allergies has been the realization that delaying exposure to foods may be harmful in terms of immune sensitization. Instead, strategies aimed at early introduction of foods to induce oral tolerance are now being re-evaluated. At the same time, very encouraging results are being obtained in desensitizing allergic children via oral tolerance. The aim of this strategy is not necessarily to induce complete tolerance to foods in allergic children but to raise the threshold dose at which adverse events occur, to minimize reactions to trace amounts of allergens. Food allergies are now recognized as being a treatable component of the atopic march.